New mad cow fears  by Harris, Richard F.
A research consortium of
German, Finnish, Lithuanian and
Swedish laboratories has recently
described the various forms of
hantaviruses, which cause
respiratory diseases, that infect
small rodents in eastern Europe.
Hantaviruses can pass to humans,
particularly forest workers and
farmers whose work brings them
into contact with these animals. A
particularly virulent form has been
found in the Balkan states in
Europe which has proved lethal in
12 per cent of human cases. The
new analysis of the Hantavirus
strains should help the
development of analytical and
diagnostic tests.
Global warming is allowing
certain species, in particular
insects, to colonise new regions
where they can further propagate
pathogens. Tropical deforestation
is bringing humans into contact
with animals they have not
encountered before. The Hendra
and Nipah viruses, discovered in
the 1990s, and deadly in some 50
per cent of cases, appear to
originate in fruit-eating bats from
south-east Asian forests.
The increasing contact between
humans and animal species is not
matched by knowledge of the
biochemical mechanisms that
create a species barrier to
infection. “Pathogen–host
interactions are right now the
subject of intense research. A
better understanding of the
pathogenesis mechanisms,
facilitated by growing knowledge
of genomes, should help us see
more clearly,” says Alistair
MacMillan of the UK’s Central
Veterinary Laboratory.
The USA-EU Biotechnology
Research Task Force concluded at
its meeting last summer that there
was an urgent need to organize a
meeting on this topic. This
workshop will focus more
particularly on experimental
hypotheses and models that can
potentially verify the molecular and
environmental mechanism
governing the transmission of
infectious agents from one species
to another, says Etienne Magnien,
director for biotechnologies, food
and agriculture at the European
Commission’s research
directorate.
There is no doubt Sars has
focused thinking on the
challenges presented by the
emergence of new human
diseases arising from animals.
Any many are pleased that WHO
is strengthening its abilities.
“The quick and effective
response of WHO to the Sars
crisis did much to restore faith
amongst the many critics of the
effectiveness of international
agencies with large
bureaucracies and limited
resources for action,” says
Anderson. “This strengthened
approach to outbreak response
will be reflected in the revised
international health regulations,
which set out roles and
responsibilities for preventing
transboundary spread of
infectious diseases both on a
routine basis and in crisis
situations,” says David Heymann
of the WHO.
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US scientists may have learned a
lot from last decade’s outbreak of
bovine spongiform
encephalopathy in Britain, but
American journalists this past
December found themselves
reinventing this story. 
When news broke that a dairy
cow in Washington State had
been diagnosed with BSE — or
Mad Cow disease, for those who
prefer florid prose — the media
predictably went nuts. What
followed was a torrent of news
stories that ran the gamut from
saying that there’s nothing to
worry about to proclaiming gross
malfeasance on the part of the
government. It all came down to
how journalists characterized and
dealt with uncertainty and risk. 
Take, for example, the question
of what to do with the Christmas
roast sitting in many a refrigerator
on that December 23rd. “I’d like to
say for sure that muscle is safe.
I’m reasonably sure that muscle is
safe,” Paul Brown at the National
Institutes of Health told the
Washington Post. “But like
everything else in science, the
answer is incomplete.” The story
went on to describe the
experiments in Britain that helped
identify tissue that might carry
BSE. 
The San Francisco Chronicle
delved deeper and noted, “While
studies have yet to find prions in
the muscle tissue of infected beef
cattle, scientists have found them
in the muscles of mice, hamsters
and humans.” This story went on
to explore in careful detail what is
known and unknown about BSE
and human disease. But an
editorial in the same paper struck
a more alarmist tone, asking “So
why make a fuss over
contaminated meat? Because 143
individuals worldwide have died
from this brain disease and if one
of those individuals happened to
be your hamburger-happy child,
you’d be devastated.” 
Tipping farther over the edge
toward panic was the Rocky
Mountain News of Denver,
Colorado. An article posited that
from 1 to 12 percent of
Alzheimer’s disease cases may be
misdiagnosed, and actually be
Creutzfeldt–Jakob disease, the
human equivalent of BSE. “If one
considers that Alzheimer’s
disease kills some 50,000
Americans a year, then the true
number of CJD cases is probably
more than the conventional
estimate of 200 to 300 cases a
year, but more like 500 to 5,000
cases if one considers the range
of misdiagnosed Alzheimer’s
cases.” 
While that’s simply anxiety-
producing speculation, many
stories did point out that the US
Department of Agriculture did not
do a credible job of surveillance
for BSE. The Agriculture secretary
Ann Veneman’s boast that the
department tested more than 20-
thousand head of cattle last year
didn’t seem so impressive when
seen against the denominator she
didn’t mention - 35 million animals
were slaughtered for beef. The
USDA has two conflicting jobs —
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Mediawatch: US journalists
pounced on the report of an
outbreak of BSE at home with a
range of responses. Richard F.
Harris reports.
to protect health and to promote
American agriculture. So it’s not
too surprising that BSE testing
was a low priority until Mad Cow
threatened the market for beef. 
Of course, there were plenty of
commentators standing by to
scoff at the alarm raised by
journalists. “Don’t Let Mad Cow
Make You Crazy,” exhorted the
Wall Street Journal. “The hurdle
Americans have to get over, as
other nations have, is to realize
the existence of mad cow in the
world is not a reason to avoid
beef.” Among the article’s
reassuring statistics: four times as
many Brits died of classic one-in-
a-million CJD as they did of the
variant linked to Mad Cow
Disease. And it’s curiously
reassuring to the author that 5,000
Americans die of garden-variety
food poisoning. 
David Ropeik at the Harvard
Center for Risk Analysis also took
the media to task for ignoring or
underplaying a study from his
institution that concluded it would
be difficult to propagate BSE
widely in the US food chain, given
the ban on feeding cow bits to
cows. “The news media frequently
play up elements of risk stories
that evoke fear and controversy,
and play down or leave out
information that ameliorates that
fear or controversy,” Ropeik wrote
in the Washington Post. “I was a
television journalist for 25 years. I
did this myself. I plead guilty.”
Not surprisingly, some of the
most blunt analysis came from
the UK, where this is all old news,
already digested and
incorporated into the national
psyche. The Sunday Times of
London picked up on a hollow
gesture by the secretary of
agriculture: “In a disconcerting
echo of John Gummer’s
disastrous attempt to reassure
Britons by feeding his four-year-
old daughter a hamburger,
Veneman also disclosed that her
family was eating beef for
Christmas.” 
The Independent on Sunday
asserted that “The world rightly
has little confidence in the Bush
administration’s ability, or even
desire, to protect Americans’
health.” The commentary goes on
to say that “Other countries are in
no mood to give the US the
benefit of the doubt, since the
Bush administration has
repeatedly slapped them in the
face. Whether over steel tariffs,
Kyoto or Iraq, the US has taken a
positive pride in flouting the
wishes of the rest of the world.” 
Americans, on the other hand,
are not so perturbed. They
continue to eat beef fairly
cheerfully. And the outbreak is
good for researchers who had
been struggling to scrape
together funds to study BSE. Paul
Brown at the NIH told the Wall
Street Journal, “I go to bed every
night offering prayers of thanks to
the great mad cow in the sky,
because it’s BSE that has really
put our field in the money.” 
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After the event: The British media were quick to report and comment on the announcement of a case of BSE within the US after years
of handling such stories in their own home news pages. London’s The Guardian included a piece last month on its views of why the
US has encountered the disease that left so many British farmers devastated. 
